According to many commentators the twenty-first century will be the age of genetic medicine. This is often regarded as the spill-over of genetics to the life sciences and into medical and public domains. It is therefore of special interest that the American geneticist and historian of science Elof Axel Carlson presents us with a detailed history of classical genetics from the rediscovery of Mendelism in 1900 to the genesis of molecular biology and the DNA-model in the 1950s.

In this study, the author brings along his own background as a former pupil and biographer of one of the protagonists of the story, Nobel prize winner Hermann J Muller. Carlson starts out with the development of evolution theories, cytology, embryology, chromosome theories, plant and animal breeding, and Mendelism in the nineteenth century. He resolutely opposes any attempt to explain science in sociological, political, or historical contexts. In his presentation, the history of classical genetics is a history of "winning the facts" by the use of scientific experiments. This perspective enables him to give us a straightforward story, beginning with Thomas Hunt Morgan\'s classical fruit fly experiments at Columbia University. Carlson spices his story with biographical detail and offers a look behind the scenes of the practices and politics of science. He does emphasize the importance of an institutional context: the twentieth-century American university system with its strict division between the life sciences and medicine. In Carlson\'s view this enabled American biology, unencumbered by older traditions, to develop reductionist experimental approaches and become top in the field internationally. A deeper exploration of this thesis might have been profitable. As Evelyn Fox Keller has suggested, in classical genetics the gene became *the*, and not *a* basis for life. In this sense we could view classical genetics more profitably as the winning of *some*, and not *the* facts.

By erecting strict boundaries between science and the public sphere, the author limits the significance of his exercise. This is particularly evident in the last part of the volume, where he briefly discusses some of the ways in which geneticists took up positions in public arenas: the eugenics movement, Lysenkoism, the Cold War radiation controversy. He laments how science became unscientifically applied to public controversies. However, this argument fails to address rather important historical questions about the genesis and dynamics of these seminal public movements and controversies, and limits our understanding of the participants in these controversies. For instance, to the participants in the eugenics movement the boundaries between science and public affairs were obviously not as clear-cut as is presented in the author\'s perspective.

Carlson justifiably writes that classical genetics has had a profound effect in shaping our understanding of life (p. 2). But the reductionist perspective of classical genetics has from its beginning been in competition with other, more flexible concepts of heredity, as well as with environmental ideologies. This competition has never had a final outcome. What exactly the effect of classical genetics on our understanding of life has been, not only in the life sciences but also in medicine and the public domain, is an important new area of historical research, but falls outside the scope of Carlson\'s perspective.

Despite these limitations Carlson\'s volume presents a welcome addition to the still small body of historical literature dealing with genetics and its implications for the life sciences.
